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UNESCO, Cultural Heritage and Outstanding Universal Value provides an in-

depth analysis of the concepts of World Heritage (WH) and Outstanding Universal 

Value (OUV) and, more specifically, the implementation of the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Convention Concerning the 

Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972) and the Convention for 

the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003). The book is a revision of 

Labadi’s PhD thesis and critically examines how these two Conventions have been 

used as instruments for representation, social cohesion, sustainable development and 

cultural diversity.  

The book is a research monograph and provides an operational perspective of 

the WH apparatus primarily drawn from the author’s professional involvement with 

the World Heritage Centre but also from her work in association with the 

International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), the International Centre for 

the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural Property (ICCROM), and the 

Getty Conservation Institute. Labadi’s work has three major sections. First, she 

synthesises the historical evolution of the OUV and its interrelationships with cultural 

diversity, sustainable development and construction of a nation. Second, she critically 

analyses 114 nomination dossiers complied by States Parties for inclusion on the 

World Heritage List. These are classified into European religious sites (46 dossiers in 

12 countries), non-European religious sites (30 dossiers in 5 countries) and industrial 

heritage sites (38 dossiers in 19 countries). The central point of Labadi’s research 
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enquiry is how State Parties understand OUV and how  their articulations of OUV 

inform their obligations to protect heritage sites. Third, she examines the nomination 

dossiers through the lenses of ‘reiterative universalism’. She argues that the 

nomination dossiers represent ambivalent and hybrid spaces, maintaining but also 

transgressing dominant European concepts and representations of heritage. 

The book is thematically structured into seven chapters. Chapter 1 provides 

the theoretical framework of the book. It introduces the concept of ‘reiterative 

universalism’ as one that facilitates a common understanding of the World Heritage 

Convention but also leaves room for ample interpretations into different cultures. In a 

similar vein, the chapter argues that the notion of values is not necessarily extrinsic 

but subject to multiple influences and interpretations. The chapter also 

conceptualises the nomination dossiers as ‘contact zones’ explaining that the 

narratives of OUV can be both copied by the State Parties but also completely 

transgressed.  

Chapter 2 analyses the historical evolution of the concept of OUV. Based on 

extensive archival work, the chapter demonstrates how the official discourse has 

changed over time and discusses a number of contradictory decisions and 

recommendations. Labadi presents some very insightful findings that relate to the 

notion of intrinsic and extrinsic value. First, she argues that the conceptual definition 

of OUV is still ambiguous and explains how some texts (e.g Operational Guidelines) 

tend to focus more on intrinsic values while others refer to its extrinsic dimension. 

Second, Labadi argues that there is a difference between how the World Heritage 

Committee and the advisory bodies contextualise the notion of OUV in its broader 

social context. Both arguments deal with a relatively neglected field of research 

enquiry and suggest that more research is needed to focus on what values are 

actually embedded in each nomination.  

Chapter 3 focuses on the instrumental role of OUV for nation-building 

purposes. In her analysis, Labadi stresses how State Parties put an emphasis on 

representation arguing how traditions, continuity and authenticity are employed as a 

means to demonstrate the power and stability of the nation. Chapter 4 is devoted to 

cultural diversity and inclusion and explores the representation of different cultural 

groups in the context of OUV.  The author demonstrates the marginalisation of 

women and lower classes and argues that OUV is still a ‘male-dominated concept’ 
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(p.78).  Labadi argues that despite the recognition of women as a common priority 

target and the call for their empowerment to have a more important position in 

contemporary societies, women are still ‘invisible, secondary and forgettable’. In her 

analysis she justifies this standpoint by showing how many nomination dossiers have 

only a few references to women’s role in the history of the property while there are 

long descriptions of how men have played a role in the history and development of 

the nominated property. Another important argument of the chapter concerns the 

role of local residents who are often perceived as a potential threat to the 

conservation of heritage. As Labadi argues, despite the efforts of UNESCO to initiate 

representation and empowerment of local stakeholders during the nomination 

process, and later the management of the site, many case studies actually indicate a 

displacement and lack of involvement.  

Chapter 5 is dedicated to the problematic relationship between sustainable 

tourism and UNESCO’s concept of World Heritage. The subtitle of the chapter, 

‘Realistic Outcome or Wishful Thinking’, largely reveals Labadi’s critical standpoint 

which questions the extent to which sustainability and sustainable tourism practices 

can be applied within the context of World Heritage. The author argues that 

sustainability is not a major part of the nomination dossiers and is often ignored in 

favour of maximising the economic impacts of tourism.  Chapter 6 analyses the idea 

of authenticity and explores how State Parties understand the concept within the 

context of OUV. Highlighting the critical importance of authenticity as a key criterion 

for the identification of the OUV, Labadi argues that the definition of authenticity has 

dramatically changed many times since the Nara Declaration (1994). A critical point in 

her analysis is the understanding that ‘authenticity is not inherent in objects but is an 

extrinsic process and concerns the negotiations of values between individuals’ 

(p.126). Using the case study of New Lanark, a restored industrial village in Scotland, 

Labadi demonstrates that authenticity is more inherent to wider historical, social and 

cultural contexts. More specifically, she refers to authenticity as a cultural construct 

and argues that values and meanings attached to the site are equally important as the 

tangible characteristics of the site itself such as design, use or function. 

Chapter 7 is dedicated to the 2003 UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Convention. In this chapter, Labadi highlights the importance of this document and 

claims that it ‘constitutes a shift of focus in the very concept and management of 

World Heritage’ (p.127). In particular, the author analyses how the Convention 
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addresses some of the most salient issues of the World Heritage Convention such as 

the overall inclusion of local communities or the Eurocentric and monumental bias 

that dominates across the World Heritage List. Despite the positive aspect of the 

Convention, Labadi questions its actual implementation and argues that the 

involvement of local communities still remains to be seen. Her critique concerns the 

overall community participation and highlights the fact that the Convention does not 

yet provide a meaningful framework to promote and encourage such participation. 

Finally, the Conclusion is a critical reflection based on the changes to the World 

Heritage Convention over the period of 40 years. 

Overall, the book is well organised and well structured.  Its key contribution is 

its theoretical and practical understanding of the World Heritage Convention and the 

analyses of the nomination dossiers. The book extensively addresses the concept of 

World Heritage and the practices of heritage management in general. Labadi’s 

analysis reveals the controversial debate about the concept of World Heritage and 

more specifically, its interrelationship with wider political, economic and socio-

cultural processes.  

In conclusion, this is a useful book, which could be of interest to historians, 

anthropologists, and cultural geographers. I would also highly recommend it to 

anyone interested in cultural tourism and heritage management. The volume 

presents perhaps the most comprehensive analysis of the concept of World Heritage 

and certainly is the only one that adequately covers the operational perspective of 

World Heritage management.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


